MARSHAL   NET
corps followed the Guard in the crossing which began
on the night of Thursday, June 23rd. Four bridges
spanned the Niemen, and while the companies of the
leading corps crossed by moonlight, the sun had risen,
broad and full, when Ney's van set foot on Russian soil.
A handful of Cossacks watched the operation from a
distance, fired three shots, then wheeled off into the
fir tracks.
With that burst of carbine fire the Grand Army was
committed to its enterprise. Ney fell into position at the
head of his foremost files. A tramping filled the air,
the guns rattled, and oxen pulled at the heavy wagons.
Napoleon was care-free as a private, and between whist-
ling and humming to himself was heard to remark that
the entire passage meant less than a single song on the
lips of a girl in Paris; while Alexander was dancing when
news came that the French Army had its back to the
Niemen.
The first goal on the inarch was Vilna, and Ney, from
being strung somewhat to the north of the main body,
regained contact on the 2 8th in anticipation of the
Russians making a stand at the town. But they were
contented with the burning of stores, and Ney returned
to his original line of march. It was now that brother
Jerome perpetrated his fatal delay, but the easy stages
by which Fate moves hid this from the invader.
The early days were uneventful going, through endless
stretches of fir and pine and great heat that held a suspicion
of thunder, with swarms of flies from the low-lying
dampness pestering the marchers. There was a halt after
Vilna, during which the weather changed to sudden
patches of -wet and cold which killed off the first great
number of horses. A dry warmth returned no less
suddenly, and Ney continued in the general trend east-
ward over the plains. Somewhere in front Murat's
cavalry was in fleeting touch with the Cossacks, but
otherwise there was no alarm or trace of the enemy.
Fires were not allowed, because of the tell-tale reflections,
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